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Maechler and Woods: Review Essay

REVIEW ESSAY
Stefan Maechler, The Wilkomirski Affair: A Study in Biographical Truth.
Translated by John E. Woods. New York: Random House , 2001.
vii, 496 pp. Paperback, $16.95.
Stephen Maechler's The Wilkomirski Affair is the product of his
investigation into the authenticity of Fragments: Memories of a Wartime
Childhood (in German: Bruchstucke : Aus einer Kindheit, 1939-1948). The
latter work , a memoir written by a Swiss citizen named Binjamin
Wilkomirski, purported to be the true account of a young Jewish boy's
struggle to survive in the Nazi death camps, his escape to Switzerland, and
the subsequent denial of his wartime experiences and very identity by his
new family and fellow citizens. From the date of its initial publication in
1995 by the Jiidischer Verlag, Fragments drew rave reviews from the
international press for the startling immediacy of its passages . It also
received many notable awards, such as the National Jewish Book Award for
autobiography and memoirs. Wilkomirski was invited to give interviews at
several renowned Holocaust remembrance organizations , including the
Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington D.C. and the Survivors of the
Shoah, established by Steven Spielberg (118). Professional historical and
psychological organizations also took interest in Wilkomirski's unique
process of remembrance. In June 1996, for example, the World Congress of
Psychotherapy invited him to give a lecture in Vienna, providing him with
a platform from which he spoke as both historian and survivor, using many
of his own reputed experiences to support his arguments about the nature of
memory and a child's perspective on the trauma of the Holocaust (81).
However, much ofWilkomirski's acclaim evaporated in 1998 after a series
of articles accused him of being a fraud. These allegations confused and
embarrassed Leipman, the Swiss agency that licensed Fragments for
world-wide publication , especially after it discovered that neither
Wilkomirski nor his original supporters could positively account for his
childhood identity. Leipman thus assigned this task to Maechler, an
historian of antisemitism and Switzerland's policies towards asylum and
refugees. Rather than simply verifying the facts of Wilkomirski's life and
identity, Maechler recreates the significant events of Wilkomirski's lived
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life, his efforts to make sense of the "fragments" of his memory , and the
controversy that this endeavor provoked.
On the first page of Fragments, Wilkomirski writes: "I'm not a poet or
a writer. I can only try to use words to draw as exactly as possible what
happened, what I saw; exactly the way my child's memory has held on to
it; with no benefit of perspective or vanishing point " (378). Despite his
claims, doubts regarding Wilkomirski's identity and the authenticity of his
work surfaced before Fragments was even published and they quickly
coalesced into a maze of conflicting ideological viewpoints and disciplinary
agendas. In a 1995 letter to Siegfried Unseld, Jiidischer Verlag's publisher,
Hanno Helbing, a former columnist for Neue Zurcher Zeitung , cryptically
alleged that he had heard Unseld was considering publishing Wilkomirski 's
memoir . While professing "I don't know his name," Helbing charged that
his story was the product of psychotherapy sessions rather than life
experience and that by publishing such an account as truth , Jiidischer Verlag
might encourage "those who endeavor to explain Auschwitz as a 'legend"'
(93-94). Concerns about protecting the legitimacy of the Holocaust and the
credibility of childhood memories thus initiated, and then continued to
drive, the debate over the authenticity of Fragments. Some believed that
since Fragments spoke to so many of the Holocaust's truths , questions
regarding Wilkomirski's personal truths were less significant. Others argued
that challenging the authenticity of Fragments was not just difficult , but
also dangerous , since doing so risked undermining the truth of other
survivor accounts and the event of the Holocaust itself. For certain scholars ,
most notably historian Raul Hilberg ,76 accuracy of time , place and manner
of operation are crucial aspects of Holocaust studies and remembrance. He
considered solid verification of the facts as a principal requirement for
understanding the Holocaust and preserving its legitimacy. The debates
between the psychologists and the historians were perhaps the most difficult
to reconcile. Significant issues concerning the Wilkomirski Affair struck
sacred and highly contested chords within in each discipline, and both drew
from a unique set of suppositions to support their arguments . Klara
Obermuller, a very thoughtful, supportive yet critical reviewer of
Wilkomirski , stated the problem aptly in her introductory speech at a
publishing party for Fragments: "It is first and foremost a piece of
literature-good , very good literature - but it is also the recovery of a lost

76

His works include the 1961 path-breaking The Destruction of the European Jews, 3 vols .,
rev . ed. (New York : Holmes and Meier , 1985) and The Politi cs of Memory: The Journey of
a Holo caust Historian (Chicago : Ivan R. Dee , 1996), a memoir.
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identity. Anyone who wishes to meddle with that needs to be clear about
just what he is doing" (113).
As the following poignant but awkward passage indicates , those who
challenged Fragment 's authenticity, were often stymied by its unique style
of voice. "My earliest memories are a rubble field of isolated images and
events . Shards of memory with hard knife-sharp edges, which still cut flesh
if touched today. Mostly a chaotic jumble , with very little chronological fit;
shards that keep surfacing against the orderly grain of grown-up life and
escaping the laws oflogic " (377). Written as the unmediated memories of
a child who experienced the Nazi death camps between the ages of five and
nine, it contains no corresponding voices or documents of verification.
Wilkomirski argues such voices only diminish the truth of the ordeal that he
experienced and remembered as a child . Fragments is also clearly meant to
be a testimony not only about the experiences of a child in the death camps,
but also about the lingering effects that the subsequent denials had on him
as a surviving adult. With such powerful memories roaming about in his
consciousness , Wilkomirski often admonished his critics for subjecting him
to the original traumas all over again with their provocations.
For many readers who survived the camps, or endured other severe
childhood traumas , the truth Fragments was immediately present in the way
it conveyed such harrowing experiences. This truth was recognized and
supported by many survivors and professionals (publishers , documentary
film makers , historians and psychologists) who had a great deal of
experience dealing directly with the recollections of traumatized persons.
In a letter to the publisher defending Fragments, Israeli psychologist Elitsur
Bernstein, Wilkomirski's close friend, wrote that he had "listened to
hundreds" of Holocaust survivor accounts and that "[i]n reading
[Wilkomirski ' s] manuscript I never had any doubts as to its so-called
'authenticity. ' I shall take the liberty of saying that in my judgement only
someone who has experienced such things can write about them in such a
way" (100). As Wilkomirski ' s therapist for two and a half years, Monika
Matta also vouched for his credibility . In a letter to Jiidischer Verlag's
editor in chief , she asserted that after working with survivors of childhood
trauma for over twenty years , she could tell the difference between actual
remembered experiences and those that were only "allegedly real" (96-97) .
In their efforts to verify Fragments as psychologists , Bernstein and
Matta relied on their ability to read truth from Wilkomirski's demeanor
during his telling and re-enactments of his experiences. The way in which
Wilkomirski behaved in Poland and conveyed his memories convinced
Bernstein of their truth. Matta , on the other hand, probably did not
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corroborate any of Wilkomirski's reports. With the help of Bernstein and
Matta, Wilkomirski subjected himself to a prolonged series of dubious
memory resuscitation techniques, from which he emerged, in their eyes, as
a bonafide Holocaust survivor. These professional psychologists bolstered
Wilkomirski's efforts towards rediscovery of his new self. Apparently not
considering the immense embarrassment and personal damage that this new
self would suffer if accused of personal forgery, they pushed for Fragments'
publication with their claims of expertise and gross exaggerations about
their success with other patients. Historical truths are frequently illusive and
often fail to provide logical coherency. The very nature of a traumatic event
arguably prevents the mind from forming a coherent narrative in the
memory. This is especially true for children, who generally lack the tools
for integrating the experience into some type of comprehensible schema.
Often experienced as "flashbacks," these memories of traumatic
experiences return intrusively and unexpectedly in a form that resembles an
exact replay of the event. While appearing to contain all the horror and
immediacy of the original experience, they tend to lack any specific context.
Therefore, clinicians generally help their clients construct "narrative truths"
that somehow fit a concept of themselves and their lived lives in a way that
empowers them to reach a healthier, more comfortable state of being.
Wilkomirski's narrative was far from healthy. Recklessly and arrogantly,
Matta and Bernstein mistook Wilkomirski' s plausible and popular narrative
truth for what Maechler seems to have discovered to be his more factual,
but obscure historical truth.
While most of the psychologists who participated in these debates did
so as defenders of Wilkomirski's authenticity, historians were generally
more skeptical. Historians found their case was more difficult to prove.
Until Maechler's report, challengers brought little new information to bear
on the reality of Wilkomirski's life. Critics such as Raul Hilberg often
disputed Fragments in terms of general believability based on their own
knowledge of the events of the Holocaust. Each edition of Fragments (it
was ultimately translated into nine different languages) contained an
afterword in which Wilkomirski acknowledged that he once had another
identity, or a name, one that was given to him when he arrived in
Switzerland in order to hide or deny his identity as a Jewish refugee. For
many supporters, Wilkomirski's claim of a switched identity was not
difficult to imagine. In the terror and tumult of World War II, many
orphaned survivors of the Holocaust were smuggled into Switzerland
illegally, approximately 4,000 of whom were under the age of seven as
Wilkomirski claimed to have been. Maechler argues the widely held
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol37/iss3/4
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position that Swiss borders were officially closed to Jews during and after
the war, and as a result illegal immigration often required a change of
identity (181). 77 Furthermore, in 1972, Switzerland was wracked by a
controversy involving false identities and a private organization called the
Relief Agency for Children of the Road. Founded as a division of Pro
Juventute in 1926, its mission was to put an end to the nomadic lifestyle of
Switzerland's Gypsies who in Switzerland are called Yenish. To this end,
the children of Gypsy families were removed to foster homes, and assigned
completely new identities. Their parents were often coerced into signing
documents forbidding any efforts towards regaining contact with them.
Wilkomirski's lawyer often cited this practice, which continued through
1970, to support the feasibility ofWilkomirski's false identity (187-188).
Given the challenging and controversial issues at play in the production
of Fragments as both a personal memoir and public event, Maechler' s task
must have been daunting. He executed it well, offering in The Wilkomirski
Affair a methodically researched and thoughtfully presented account of his
investigation. His report concentrates primarily on Wilkomirski's life and
the publicity surrounding him, but also devotes considerable attention to the
debates concerning the reliability of recovered childhood memories, and the
historical utility of Holocaust witnesses. After some preliminary research,
Maechler adopted a ''working hypothesis" that presumed Wilkomirski did
suffer some type childhood trauma. As such, he concluded that: "I can do
only one thing as a historian: investigate the circumstances that so
11

Editor 's (L.S.) note: According to official figures there were during the war years among
Switzerland's 4.2 million inhabitants 60,000 refugee children, I 04,000 foreign soldiers,
66,000 people from neighboring war-tom regions, and 65,000 fleeing persecution, a total of
295,000, of whom 29,000 were Jewish refugees. The Swiss Jewish community counted
some 10,000 people; see Werner Rings, Schweiz im Krieg, 1939-1945. 2nd edition (Zurich:
Ex Libris, 1974): 315. Helmut F. Pfanner, "The Role of Switzerland for the Refugees," in:
The Muses Flee Hitler. Cultural Transfer and Adaptation 1930-1945. Edited by Jarrell C.
Jackman and Clara Borden (Washington, D.C.: Smithonian Institution Press, 1983):
235-248, states p. 237: "Altogether 300,000 people fled to Switzerland during the six years
of World War II" and "almost 115,000 refugees were still left in Switzerland at the end of
the war." Many bad returned to liberated regions, to the United States, or to Israel. Pfanner
concludes p. 246: "It is certainly easy to see the black spot that was caused by its
anti-Semitic admission practices during the late 1930s and early l 940s; nevertheless, in the
overall picture of refugee migration, Switzerland can stand the test of comparison with other
countries." For a balanced and well documented essay see Georg Kreis, "Die schweizerische
Fliichtlingspolitik der Jahre 1933-1945," Schweizerische Zeitschriftfar Geschichte 47,4
(1997): 552-579 . The broader historical context is featured by Carsten Goehrke and Werner
Zimmermann, editors, "Zujlucht Schweiz ". Der Umgang mit Asylproblemen im 19. und 20.
Jahrhundert. Zurich: Hans Rohr, 1994.
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traumatized him that he in fact does not understand them and cannot fully
relate them even today. In which case a historian's work is assisted not only
by documents ... but also by both the present and the missing memories of
contemporary witnesses, including those ofWilkomirski himself' (164). To
that end, Maechler's report is thoroughly researched. In addition to
conducting some thirty-six interviews with a wide array of witnesses to
Wilkomirski's life from childhood to the present, he references newspaper
accounts and reviews, documentary films, novels, government documents,
conference papers, speeches, as well as psychological scholarship on trauma
and recovered memory.
More than simply an evaluation of the "authenticity" of Fragments,
Maechler's report, as his subtitle states, is "A Study in Biographical Truth."
Historians generally consider their craft a study of not just "who," "what,"
"where," and "when," but also of "how" and "why." It is these last two
questions that require Maechler to go beyond investigating the truth in
Wilkomirski 's memoir in order to explain how Bruno Grosjean 78 assembled
the Binjamin Wilkomirski identity, why he may have done so, and bow bis
story generated so many ardent believers. He accomplishes this task by
building two parallel narratives, one recounting the story of Bruno
Grosjean 's childhood and the other picking up with Binjamin Wilkomirski's
attempts to make sense out of his jumbled but insistent childhood memories.
The first chapter, "The Story of Bruno Grosjean," is a reconstruction of the
boy's birth and childhood, based on governmental child welfare documents
and newspaper accounts. The second chapter, "Wilkomirski Tells His
Story," is Wilkomirski 's account of his past, and his effort to investigate the
origins of his childhood memories. Maechler methodically reconstructs the
often disparate elements of this struggle through interviews with
Wilkomirski, episodes taken from interviews he has given to others, and
from passages in Fragments. Chapter three, "The Origin of Fragments,"
describes the genesis ofWilkomirski' s decision to write down his memories
and the surprising ease with which his finished product finds a publisher.
This chapter is constructed from interviews with Wilkomirski, his close
friends, and Leipman Agency personnel. Chapter four, "A Global Literary
Event," carefully scrutinizes the media's reception of Fragments, as well as
describing the way Wilkomirski performed Fragments for the public.
Chapter five, "The Plunge into the Abyss-Autobiography
or Fake,"
discusses the controversy surrounding the accusations of fraud and various

78

Bruno Grosjean is the name that Wilkomirski claims he was given after being smuggled
into Switzerland. Others claim it is his birth name.
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media and institutional reactions. In chapter six, "Tracking Down the
Truth-The Historical Research," Maechler revisits some old sources,
presents some new ones, and begins to piece together some of the missing
aspects of the story as it has thus far been understood.
By Maechler's own admission , he assumes a journalistic style
throughout these first six chapters of his report in order to present his
findings in the most transparent manner. He is often present in the narrative
as a fellow actor , asking questions during interviews, giving his subjects'
responses and commenting on his own doubts about their truthfulness,
accuracy or inconsistency. In this way, he actively demonstrates the
variability of individual and collective memory from the perspectives of
each of the participants in the Wilkomirski affair. As a result of this
technique, Maechler' s narrative tends to evolve as a series of flashbacks.
The author repeatedly discusses certain key events as new information
comes to light, a method which might frustrate some because of its
repetitiveness. Evaluating his source information according to what each
person is aware of at any given time , Maechler creates a certain dramatic
tension for readers as they learn how specific participants in the "Affair"
developed their conclusions about Wilkomirski 's authenticity based on their
own awareness of his past. This style arguably lends a certain degree of
authenticity to Wilkomirski, who received only encouragement and
validation in his efforts until 1998. Unfortunately, the report includes few
in-depth conversations with Wilkomirski's former wife, presumably a key
witness to his early life. One wonders to what extent Wilkomirski distanced
himself from those whom he suspected doubted his ideas about his newly
evolving identity, choosing instead to confide only in his supporters .
Maechler's last two chapters , "The Truth of the Biography" and "The
Truth of the Fiction" are more analytical. "The Truth of the Biography" is
very brief and concise, contrasting the main points of the memoir with what
Maechler considers the truth of Wilkomirski 's lived life . Maechler finds
that many of the stirring episodes related in Fragments were experienced by
a very young Bruno Grosjean, while others were acquired and amalgamated
from later experiences as an adult. "The Truth of the Fiction" evaluates the
way Fragments was written and how certain events , as well as the nature of
Holocaust memory and culture, shaped Fragments' reception. He also
includes an afterword which describes Wilkomirski ' s reaction to the report
and an epilogue where he discusses the particular impact in the United
States, where the most copies were sold. Finally, the book also contains the
full text of Fragments. Anyone who has not already read Fragments is
advised to read it before Maechler ' s report in order to obtain a better
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2001
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appreciation ofWilkomirski's effort and the reactions of those who read it
before the controversy erupted.
Maechler indeed expands upon his original assignment simply to
determine whether Fragments was authentic. His chapters "The Truth of
Biography" and "The Truth of the Fiction" quite aptly fulfill that obligation,
but they fail to account for the heated public debate that Fragments
generated. Rather, it was the events that Maechler reveals in the preceding
chapters, regarding Wilkomirski's own childhood, the way he remembered
it, and the way his memory and sense of self was perceived by others, that
created the "Wilkomirski Affair." Without a careful retelling of these
episodes, Wilkomirski would have certainly come off as a simple
opportunist and deceitful fraud , a person with whom few could sympathize
or from whom they could learn . Instead , Maechler presents an account of
the effects that childhood trauma-Nazi
death camps or other
physical /mental abuse-can have on the mind . Wilkomirski's private
struggle to make sense of his troubled memories illustrate the pliability of
the mind , as well as the imprecision of psychological techniques in
reconstructing memory . The public events of the "Wilkomirski Affair "
demonstrate the chimeric power and allure that the Holocaust plays on the
consciences of survivors , witnesses , and generations of rememberers. These
experiences , the private and the public, seem equally difficult either to fully
remember or to completely forget. As Maechler's report attests , both kinds
of tragedies deserve to be remembered , researched and critically analyzed.

Sean Harris
University of Illinois at Chicago
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